of a classical woman saint, I am exploring the pattern's relevance to a historical woman who was not involved in overtly political activities."
In the next essay, 2007 Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza New Scholar Award winner Carla Bellamy considers aspects of a particular form of spirit possession at Islamic shrines called h . ā zirī. Bellamy explores women's power and agency in contemporary practices of spirit possession, emphasizing that h . ā zirī is best understood through cultural theories and ethnographic methods that identify interrelated networks of women's power, embodied practices, and geographical location. The importance of changing the focus from person to place, she contends, will raise the question: "What might feminist scholarship look like if this shift were incorporated into its critical apparatus creatively?" We congratulate Bellamy on her award for this important contribution to this special section. Susan Landesman's essay analyzes the path by which the Buddhist goddess Tārā developed, despite the Buddhist belief that gender is just another facet of life's impermanence and falls away in the process of enlightenment. Yet Tārā's place in the canon developed as one of the two female enlightened beings in the Tibetan canon with her gender becoming part of her identity. This female Buddha exemplifies compassion and is identified as a "mother" of the Tibetan people.
Global realities present other venues for contemporary reflection; feminist researchers may utilize postcolonial methodologies across disciplines in order to understand religions from international as well as local perspectives. In the context of such global realities and visions, the roundtable discussion is launched with an essay by miriam cooke. Cooke coins the term Muslimwoman in order to describe the reductive, essentialized social rhetorical constructions of women in Islam. The veil becomes a tool for constructing Muslim women as a homogenized entity that both patriarchal Islamic scholars and Western (U.S.) political structures use in neocolonial struggles. At the same time, Muslim women have begun to use this construction as agents on their own behalf with, as cooke states, "cosmopolitan faith-based resistance to the hegemony of a neo-Orientalist/Islamist imaginary." The four responses to cooke's essay deepen the conversation in different ways.
Fawzia Ahmad responds by drawing from her experiences of teaching at a university where Muslim and non-Muslim students quickly fixate on the veil, affirming cooke's assertion of its signal importance. Margot Badran's response develops a more explicit historical lineage for this neocolonial Muslimwoman project. She situates the concept and that of global Islamic feminism in time before and after the events of September 11, 2001. Minoo Moallem's essay responds by focusing on the textures of the geopolitics of identity construction. She notes the interplay of nation and empire as materially enacted on women's bodies. Jasmin Zine adds another layer to the understandings of the complex lives of Muslim women and the dialectics of power through an abbreviated analysis of their political economy. She takes issue with cooke's construction by questioning whether the expression "The Muslimwoman" actually plays into the very essentialist categories it attempts to deconstruct. In her rejoinder to these scholars, cooke emphasizes the feminist theoretical foundations of her neologism.
Feminist scholars benefit from other methodologies as well. Because of the pitfalls of some historical approaches, many feminists have developed specifically feminist historiographies, which place women at the center rather than on the margins of analysis. Rolf Swensen presents a little-known but important history of a powerful woman of Christian Science at the beginning of the twentieth century. Augusta Stetson was responsible for the founding of the First Church of Christ, Scientist, in New York City. Sent there by Mary Baker Eddy, the powerful and visionary Stetson created conflict even as she built one of the most significant local branches of the Christian Science church. Uncovering such a history is an important work of feminist scholars because it continues to correct simplistic views of women, of the past, and of women's spiritual lives. This one essay paints a much richer portrait of Christian Science than is normally seen.
Race and social class continue to provide particularly helpful categories for feminist analyses across globalized and postcolonial vistas, as seen in the next two essays. In the Speaking Out section, María Pilar Aquino details the economic and human costs of the borderlands between the United States and Mexico. Following the American Academy of Religion's 2007 meeting in San Diego, California, Aquino stresses many issues that impact men and, especially, women at the borders, from immigration to maquiladora factories to health concerns. Aquino offers new ways of thinking about women's activism as a route to human security and peace.
Our Cutting Edge section features an essay by womanist ethicist Katie Geneva Cannon. Contextualizing some of the disturbing beliefs that continue to be used against one group for the benefit of another, Cannon deconstructs accepted, acceptable, and usually masked Christian beliefs about race and develops terminology to describe the process of othering-through-Christianity one racial group. In the United States, chattel slavery served as the foundation for this process, which has used stereotypes and, more significant, social acceptance of essentialized views of certain groups that have extended beyond black Africans to women and to other people of color. The patterns of oppression by means of religion that Cannon highlights are not, however, merely practices of centuries past. cooke's Muslimwoman neologism, for example, also attempts to reflect on the same materially real Christian imperialist constructivism.
As this issue of JFSR demonstrates, the areas of feminist scholarship in the study of religion are constantly expanding across questions of location and agency. Feminist scholars continue to provide critical views as post-9/11 global realities necessitate wider uses of postcolonial analyses. Whether considering women saints in Asian religions or the significance of veils in Islam or deconstructing imperial Christianity, feminist scholarship in religion continues to be critically necessary. The necessity of exploring the edges of feminist scholarship in religion has been at the heart of this journal. But every journey forward begins somewhere. With that in mind, the Board of Feminist Studies in Religion, Inc., has announced that it is renaming the New Scholar Awards. With great pride and delight we honor Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, cofounder and coeditor of JFSR, on the occasion of her seventieth birthday (April 2008) with the Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza New Scholars Awards. Elisabeth's contributions to fostering critical feminist scholarship and building solidarity for change run deep and wide. By naming after Elisabeth these awards given to promising feminist scholars, we recognize both the historical impact of her work, as well as the many ways in which her acumen and energy continue to enrich, inspire, and advance feminist studies in religion.
